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Forward to the Revised Edition


It is hard to believe that it has been nearly twenty years since the first publication of the Handbook of Sandplay Therapy in 2005. So much has happened in Sandplay therapy since that time. Sandplay is now a recognized and well-used therapeutic tool around the globe. My deepest thanks to my dedicated colleagues who worked tirelessly to translate the Handbook into five languages: Korean, Chinese, Italian, Russian, and Romanian. We still need a Spanish translation, and my hope is that this will come along soon.


Sandplay therapy appears very simple but is one of the most profound mental health treatments that exists. The subtlety of its non-verbal nature has facilitated the growth and development of thousands of adults and countless children. I am honored to continue sharing this work through teaching, consultation and writing that we might work together as clinicians to reduce suffering and pain.


The choice to publish this revised edition as an ePub was determined by the importance of the photos. They appear here in full color in the text where they are discussed, a feature that was not possible in the print edition. Additionally, each case or vignette is available at the end of the book for review of the client biography and for tracking the process of each case. Another wonderful feature of this format is the linking between the Table of Contents, the Index, and client case material. It is all at our fingertips.


Where necessary, some material was updated, and new material added. I wish you well on your continued journeys of healing and self development in Sandplay, remaining mindful that Sandplay must be practiced with humility, clarity and humility.


Barbara A. Turner, PhD


Petaluma, California


September 2023









Introduction


Overview of Sandplay Therapy




Sandplay therapy is a psychotherapeutic tool that has its roots in early twentieth century Europe. Sandplay stems from the work of British physician, Margaret Lowenfeld (1939), who developed the “World Technique” as a means of communicating non-verbally with children in treatment. For a history of the development of Sandplay and similar miniature world therapies, please refer to Appendix B, entitled, “The History and Development of Sandplay Therapy.”


The late Jungian therapist, Dora M. Kalff (1980/2003), of Switzerland developed what she termed, “Sandplay” for use in Jungian therapy. Our investigation of Sandplay therapy builds upon the pioneering work of Dora Kalff and is specifically a Jungian approach to the material. The reason for this is that the Jungian approach to the work allows for the deepest order of psychic transformation. This will become clearer as we progress through our consideration of the subtleties of Sandplay therapy. For now, as an overview, the Sandplay method consists of the psychotherapy client’s creation of a three-dimensional picture with miniature figures in a tray of sand in the protective presence of a trained practitioner.


The sand tray is 28 1/2 inches long by 19 1/2 inches wide and 3 inches deep. (72.25 cm x 49.5 cm x 7.5 cm deep) The sides and bottom of the inside of the sand tray are colored light blue. By moving the sand aside, the blue coloration can be used to represent areas of water in the sandy landscape. Real water can be added to the sand to make it adaptable to being shaped and sculpted. Miniature figures representing all aspects of life and fantasy are arranged on shelves near the sand tray. A wide variety of building materials out of which the client can fashion needed items is also available.


The client is encouraged by the therapist to make whatever he or she likes in the sand tray and is given no further instructions. As the client works in the sand tray the therapist sits nearby making note of what figures the client uses and what the client says, or does, if anything. The therapist sketches or “maps” a diagram of the sand tray for future reference. Photographs are taken when the sand tray is completed.


The actual completion of a sand tray is thus deceptively simple. It is the profound psychological and spiritual process that underlies this simple creation of a picture in the sand that will concern us in our examination of Sandplay. The understanding and containment of Sandplay is anything but simple. There is a quality of unsullied elegance in a Sandplay that embodies a psychic process so complete as to defy all attempts to comprehend its fulness. The theoretical foundation of Sandplay therapy is based on the Jungian concept that the psyche has an autonomous disposition to heal itself and to grow toward fullness (Jung, 1960/1981). Given the proper conditions, this natural tendency is activated. The creation of a series of three-dimensional Sandplays facilitates healing and transformation by bringing up conflicts from the unconscious in symbolic form and by allowing a healthy reordering of psychological contents. Through the transformative nature of what is known as the “transcendent function,” the symbolic process of Sandplay involves a reordering of the conscious ego to the Self, considered the central archetype in Jungian psychology.


Symbols appear in Sandplay as individual figures, clusters of figures, whole sand trays, and in the series of sand trays, which is referred to as a process. The Sandplay method facilitates the healing of psychic wounds and taps latent developmental potentials. Sandplay permits the client to align his or her identity and experiences with this central inner core. Through the course of the Sandplay process the client comes to know that who he or she “is” is anchored in the deepest inner truth, or something divine, which Jung called the Self.


Within the safety of the therapeutic relationship between therapist and client, Sandplay allows the client to go beyond the limits of the conscious mind, to stimulate psychic development and to access channels to fuller, more creative living. Sandplay therapy is used in treatment of both adults and children. No analysis or interpretation is made to the client until after the process is completed and sufficient time has passed to allow for the integration of the work undergone.


Although no interpretation is made with the client at the time of the production of the sand tray, it is very important that the therapist develops an understanding of what is transpiring in the client’s Sandplay process. The therapist’s understanding of the client’s Sandplay process plays a critical role in the “containment,” or “holding” of the client’s emerging unconscious material (Turner, 1994) The therapist’s more conscious awareness of the symbolic process, which is yet largely unconscious to the client, acts as a stabilizing factor to the often uncertain and tumultuous qualities of the emergence and integration of unconscious material for the client. The capacity of the therapist to safely hold the client’s emerging unconscious content works cooperatively with the client’s ability to integrate and make conscious this symbolic material. It is thus essential that the Sandplay therapist continually refines and cultivates the ability to hold and have a degree of conscious awareness about the symbolic contents of the Sandplay process. It is not necessary, nor is it possible to understand everything that transpires in Sandplay. The nature of symbolic process is that it always leads beyond itself and is not reductive. However, Dora Kalff (1988) stated that, to provide adequate containment for the process, it is necessary that the Sandplay therapist be continually engaged in the process of becoming conscious of what is transpiring.


Several noted Sandplay scholars pay particular attention to the therapist’s involvement in the Sandplay process. Martin Kalff (1993), Sandplay teacher and Tibetan Buddhist scholar, emphasizes that the verbal analysis of Sandplay cannot fully represent the contents of the symbolic images and is only successful when the analysis points beyond itself. The interpretation of Sandplay involves the thinking process, but should also include the functions of intuition, feeling and sensation. Martin Kalff emphasizes that the analysis of the Sandplay is secondary to the capacity to understand and participate in the client’s process on a preverbal level. Observing that these activities work together, M. Kalff notes that the refined ability to interpret Sandplay cultivates deeper respect for the healing and transformational process. Bradway and McCoard (1997) emphasize the responsibility of the therapist to become familiar with the cultural and archetypal dimensions of the content of the sand trays. Like M. Kalff, they also stress the importance of understanding the Sandplay through both thinking and feeling. Estelle Weinrib (1983/2004) observed that the therapist must empathetically “enter” the Sandplay process with the client.


The silent capacity to enter the creation of his world with the patient can, in itself, help repair the feeling of isolation with which so many people are afflicted (2004, p.33).




In the pages ahead we will take a close look at the varied workings of Sandplay therapy. The material is divided into four primary sections:




Part 1 – Theoretical Concepts


Part 2 – Process Concepts


Part 3 – Procedural Concepts


Part 4 – Case Illustrations.





Our exploration of Sandplay necessarily entails some repetition and overlapping discussion. What follows stems from the challenging task of attempting to describe in language that which is a non-verbal process. As the author, it is my hope to do this appropriately and with reverence for the mysteries of this ineffable psycho-spiritual engagement. My intent is always to share my experiences and understanding of Sandplay from the loving spirit of healing and transformation. Perhaps in this way the restorative and regenerative spirit of Sandplay that has been so generously shared with me by my teachers can be further passed along to more therapists. And perhaps in some small way this can work to facilitate the healing of our individual and communal souls that is so urgently needed. This book is addressed to the psychotherapist but might be found interesting to non-professionals seeking to know more about Sandplay therapy.


I ask that you undertake the reading of this material with a spirit of compassion. Nothing that is said here is either a “rule” or “right.” Neither the psyche nor Sandplay lend themselves to the confines of such dualistic limitations. As a Sandplay therapist, you must find your own way with the work. This emerges ultimately from the truth of knowing your Self. Following black and white rules is far easier than the rigors of this engagement. However, nothing is as fulfilling as coming to understand and live your own truth. Furthermore, nothing is as healing to our clients as witnessing them from this place of center. Ultimately, the reordering of our cultural and global ills begins with such a reordering of our selves. This is what Sandplay is about. Throughout this journey into Sandplay the reader is continually reminded to listen deeply to the callings of his or her inner truth and to always honor it.


I hope that you will enjoy what lies ahead and that this material will challenge your body, mind, and spirit. Perhaps you will find that you have responses to the material ranging somewhere between disinterest, deep inspiration, and strong dislike. Sandplay has the capacity to touch the deepest layers of the psyche and can evoke very strong emotions. Should you feel greatly inspired by what you read, please use this to move deeper within your Self personally and professionally. And should you find that you strongly resist or clash against something you come across, be assured that something deep within you has also been touched. Sandplay can engage us at such fundamental levels as to feel that our very existence is threatened. When this occurs, we can be certain that we have definitely entered into the process of Sandplay. Holding these inner struggles within ourselves and allowing them to move and transform us can be some of the most difficult work we do. Throughout this work it is my hope that whatever places are tapped within us, we welcome them as evidence that we are deeply involved in the Sandplay work. It is my deepest hope that we will be able to hold them and allow them to transform us, to carry us beyond the limits of our known selves, to realize the possibilities innate in each of us and to become more of who we have the potential to be.











PART ONE


THEORETICAL CONCEPTS
 HOW SANDPLAY THERAPY WORKS


Introduction


Jungian Sandplay therapy is distinguished from other methods of work in the sand tray by what is known as the transcendent function, the agent or faculty of the deepest order of psychic change. In order come into relationship with the unconscious and to allow a place for the transcendent function in our therapeutic work, we must have a conceptual framework of the psyche and its functioning. The psyche is of course, beyond words and description. Jung (1960/1981) said that attempting to describe the psyche is like trying to describe the world. Where do we start and through what lens do we look? As Sandplay therapists we use a Jungian lens as a way of engaging with the client’s work in the sand tray. The reason for this is that Jung’s theoretical model of the psyche intentionally makes space for the deepest order of transformation and the fullest development of human potential.


In any theoretical description of the psyche, what we are describing is the map, not the territory. The definitions of the various psychic structures and dynamics that we will be discussing build upon themselves and are defined by their own terms. These concepts can be difficult to grasp and require frequent review on our part as therapists to deepen our working relationship to them. This requires that we be patient with ourselves.


The examples provided to illustrate the various concepts have been abstracted from case material and are not reflective of overall process. They are rather, images provided to illustrate the theoretical concept or process. Some of these examples may work better for you than others. In Part Four you will find a compete case of a boy I call Aaron to illustrate a full Sandplay process. At all times it is important to keep in mind that you may never see examples like these in your own clinical work. The nature of Sandplay is so diverse and unique that there is no limit to the ways the psyche might manifest in your own case material. Our examples are provided to lend the flavor of the psychic construct only.


In the chapters ahead we will first review the elements of the structure of the psyche. The section after that is concerned with the dynamics, or interactions of these elements. This is followed by an examination of symbolic process and how symbols work to heal and transform. Finally, we will explore the critical role of the therapist in Sandplay therapy.











Chapter 1


The Structure of the Psyche


Jung (1956/1976) observed that there appear to be two types of thinking, directed and undirected. In his observations of people, he noticed that directed thinking attempts to establish order. It is characterized by speech, is linear, sequential, and rational. Jung noticed however, that this directed form of thinking appeared to proceed out of another form of thought. He observed that this underlying mental process was altogether different from what we know as conventional, rational thinking. What he discerned was an undirected type of thought, which was characterized by image. Jung perceived that undirected thinking was not at all random but appeared to be a meaningful product of underlying mental processes. It was from his observations that Jung developed his concepts of the conscious and the unconscious mind.


Consciousness and Being Conscious


Consciousness and being conscious are two of the most important concepts in understanding Jungian psychology. Because the two terms are frequently confused and used interchangeably, we must first distinguish between the domain of consciousness and the activity of being conscious.


Consciousness is basically that of which we can be aware. Consciousness rises out of the unconscious. In its essence, consciousness is a province of the psyche and is neither awareness nor the process of thought. Jung defined the domain of consciousness as consisting of what he called the four functions, or styles of processing inner and outer world information. These are known as thinking (absorbing information primarily through thought); feeling (the valuation of information as good or bad, right, or wrong); sensation (information received through the senses); and intuition (information received through a direct, unconscious knowing.) To these functions Jung added the basic attitudes of extroversion and introversion. Simply said these attitudes describe primary modes of experience, either outward, in the case of the extrovert, or inward, in the case of the introvert. The extrovert experiences things outwardly between people and things, whereas the introvert takes experience inward for processing.


The ego reflects upon, illuminates elements that are in the domain of consciousness, thus bringing them into conscious awareness. To become conscious is an essential element in the process of individuation, which concerns the relationship of the ego to the contents of the psyche in alignment with the central archetype of the Self. As the organ of consciousness, the ego, which we will discuss more in detail later, is able to access some of the hidden contents of the psyche, thus making them conscious. The larger body of the psychic contents not reflected by the ego remains unconscious and nothing can be conscious without an ego to which it refers.


The Unconscious: The unconscious is essentially that of which we are inseparably constituted yet remain largely unaware. The unconscious consists of two primary components, the personal and the collective (Jung, 1953/1977).




Personal Unconscious: The personal unconscious is created essentially by repression. We become conscious of something, but forget it, find it unacceptable or intolerable, and “tuck it away” back in the unconscious (Jung, 1953/1977).


Collective Unconscious: The collective unconscious is made up of instincts and archetypes. Jung (1960/1981) postulated that,


The collective unconscious contains the whole spiritual heritage of mankind’s evolution, born anew in the brain structure of every individual (p.158).


The collective unconscious might be likened to the entirety of humankind’s potential and history, which crosses all limits of culture and time. Myths and fairy tales are projections of the contents of the collective unconscious. The personal and collective psyches are not as clearly divided as their definitions might seem to indicate.


Images and symbols are the language of the unconscious. Jung (1959/1980; 1960/1981) saw the unconscious as creative potential and as functioning to support the developmental possibility of individuals and of humankind.


The Conscious and Unconscious in Sandplay


Sandplay creations involve components of the boundary between what is conscious and what is unconscious. As they are three-dimensional, there are clearly elements of the sand tray that are conscious to the client. If the client places a cow in the sand tray saying, “This is certainly a cute cow!” he or she is conscious that that is a cow. What, why and how other elements of the tray might be in relationship to that cow may be far less conscious, however.


Portions of the Sandplay content may move to greater levels of conscious awareness as the client reflects on the sand tray. For the large part however, the Sandplay production is not rational to the client at the time of its creation. It might be best thought of as in advance of the client’s conscious awareness. By virtue of its creation in a three-dimensional, concrete form in the presence of a witness, the Sandplay content is intentionally set in position to effect potential changes in the conscious awareness of the two participants. The Sandplay therapist never amplifies the symbolic content, as may occur in dream work or traditional analysis. Rather the therapist holds the client’s work in silence and allows its potentials to develop in their own time.


The Sandplay tradition articulates two modes of psychic process. Erich Neumann (1953/1973, 1972/1955) distinguished between what he called lunar and solar forms of consciousness. M. Kalff observed that Sandplay is characterized by the lunar form of awareness. Lunar consciousness is not unconscious, but is to be distinguished from the rational, verbal characteristics of solar consciousness. Thus, what appears in the sand tray is a form of conscious awareness, but it has not risen to a fully conscious level. We might say that what appears in Sandplay is on the crest of the wave of the unconscious but is conscious enough to be material and three-dimensional.




In her explanations of the World Technique, Margaret Lowenfeld also spoke of an early less defined form of consciousness she called a proto system (1993/1979). Lowenfeld observed that this was characteristic of the child’s mental experience prior to the development of more advanced linear reasoning and verbal capacities. In the consciousness of the proto system, the temporal passage of time does not exist. All that transpires does so “at once.” Lowenfeld observed that World creations, for the most part, take place in this state of timelessness.


Lowenfeld’s early observations provide a valuable tool for helping the therapist hold and understand what happens in Sandplay. What appears in the sand tray does make a visible appearance, yet it is not so conscious as to be rationally understood or verbally articulated. Although what takes place in the sand tray may reflect historical or time-ordered conditions, what we see in the sand tray is the psyche’s experience of the material occurring at the same time. It is outside of time.


Lenae


Examples of the movement of consciousness and the unconscious in Sandplay are seen in the work of Lenae, age 8, who entered treatment to deal with issues regarding her parents’ divorce, her mother’s suspicions of sexual abuse by the father and the impact on Lenae of her father’s alcoholism.




[image: Image]


Lenae Tray 1





The unconscious dynamics in the family system are evident in Lenae’s Tray 1. The family of nesting dolls, a mother, father and two children, the same family configuration as the client’s, are seen laying down on the shore of the body of water. Books covering the faces of the two children further suggest the unconscious condition. A bottle is half buried, half exposed on the left. While much is unconscious in this first Sandplay, hopeful indicators include a pelican, representative of a profound form of nurture, and the tiny pine tree, the beginnings of growth, are also present.


Later in Lenae’s work, Tray 6, greater levels of conscious awareness surface as a family of whales emerges from the central spiral shell. Whales frequently represent a journey in the depths. Their surfacing here is a likely sign that they bring new awareness collected in their underworld journey. The progressively larger chambers of the spiraled nautilus shell also indicate a progressive form of growth or movement. The central presentation of the family of whales in this sand tray seems to indicate the emergence of something from the depths, a coming to conscious awareness in this family, or about this family dynamic.




[image: Image]


Lenae Tray 6





The Self


The defining concept in Jung’s psychology was the existence of a central psychic element he called the Self. Known as the central archetype, the Self has many functions, primary among them is acting as an organizing center that confers meaning. Serving as the central touchpoint, the Self permits us to live with value and consequence. Without the Self, we would exist in chaos.


The Self functions in the individual psyche and as a collective force that brings order. The Self strives for psychic balance, sending compensatory information to the ego when the ego is not aligned. The Self pulls the ego to integrate more and more of its wholeness.


The Self is the source of all that is and the goal to which all returns. In this way it can be considered a divine principle, an internal image of God. This archetypal concept takes a variety of form cross culturally as religious stories and myth.


The Ego




The ego is an active complex and is the executive organ of consciousness. The ego complex reflects material that is in the domain of consciousness. The ego builds upon awareness and the retention of psychic contents through a discerning reflection regarding the relationship of these contents to what we have already learned. Building conscious awareness is a process of organizing the meanings of perceptions and their application to the individual’s life. The ego’s function is to both recognize and assimilate external and internal reality, and to translate the world we experience into a manageable, coherent reality.


The ego discriminates between the contents of the psyche. It functions to control instincts and to facilitate adaptation to cultural norms. In this process it can become unbalanced and out of touch with the darker elements of the psyche. Jung (1956/1976) felt that it was essential that the ego reflect the presence and power of unconscious psychic contents, lest serious unconscious eruptions occur. This is a process that takes place on an individual as well as a collective, or cultural level. In fact, Jung (1954/1981) asserted that many of the ills of Western culture result from its one-sided valuation of rationalism and its avoidance of the less conscious, mysterious components of psychic life. Jung’s observations, made in the earlier part of the twentieth century, anticipated the urgent warnings of today’s philosophers and deep ecologists, who assail the global dangers of this unbalance in Western rationalism (Glendenning, 1994; Harman, 1988). If we do not, as individuals and as cultures, heed the unseen mysteries in ourselves and in our earth, many predict that our world cannot survive. The ego complex is a critically valuable psychic component, but what is needed to restore individual and global vitality is a healthy, balanced relationship between ego-consciousness, the activity of being conscious, and the deeper levels of the unconscious. As products of modern Western culture, we are painfully bereft of the means and knowledge of how to go about repairing this vital relationship between our conscious awareness and the greater mystery which surrounds and supports us, and of which we are an inseparable part. It is primarily for this reason that Sandplay therapy is of such profound benefit. To enter the sand is to consent to the conscious engagement with the wonder of the unconscious, to acknowledge the vastness of its presence and to allow it to inform us as to where we are wanting.


Frequently the ego is likened to a flashlight in a dark room. It can only focus on, or reflect, what is in its beam and does not see the big picture. The ego complex constructs reality out of bits, by illuminating mere pieces of the greater totality of the Self (Jung, 1971/1977).


For the sake of discussion let us borrow from the Eastern philosophies and assume that the entire universe (known as the Self in Jungian psychology) is unbounded energy, a unified wholeness, as described in several traditions (Eliade, 1958/1996). To function and make sense out of this totality, as human beings we must impose boundaries and limitations on what we perceive. Not to do so would result in our being overwhelmed. The ego is thus the psychic complex that functions to limit and to attempt to make sense of what we perceive in conscious awareness.


The ego complex is the center of consciousness. Jung described the ego as the subjective self of consciousness. He distinguished this characteristic of the ego from the Self, which he described as the subject of the entire psyche. Jung described the ego in this way,






By ego I understand a complex of ideas which constitutes the center of my field of consciousness and appears to possess a high degree of continuity and identity (1971/1977, p.425).





To return to our flashlight analogy, the ego has the capacity to adjust and direct the beam of the flashlight. The ego is not the psychic content upon which its light shines. The sense of who we are, the subjective self, is formed as the ego illuminates and defines the parameters of ourselves in this world. As the central organizing point of conscious awareness, a reality is fashioned in the ego complex based on what is illuminated. Once this picture of reality is highlighted, the ego holds onto it tightly. To function as human beings, we need a sense of what is, or what is predictable. Without this we lapse into psychic chaos. The ego thus, is the psychic organ through which our realities and identities are defined and maintained.


This is a significant consideration when we extend this definition beyond our own individual perceptions of reality to broader social and cultural constructs. It is important to remember that what we take for granted as real, personally, and as social groups, is nothing more than individual, or collective ego constructs. It is a reality assembled from bits and pieces of perceptions.


Another vital feature of the ego is that it has a drive to Self-actualize. Back to the flashlight analogy, while the ego only lights what is in its beam, at the same time, it has an intrinsic motivation to become whole. It wants to see more, to see the bigger picture. An inherent tension is implied here. As the organ of consciousness, the ego is quite limited in its purview, yet creates the subjective awareness that the reality that it reflects is all that there is. However, it is concurrently discontented with its own limitations and is driven to become more. To become more requires that what it is, or its current limitations, be changed. For the individual to develop and to reflect more into conscious awareness, the ego must submit to its own partial destruction. In the process of growth and transformation, the ego structure must be sufficiently sturdy to withstand the assaults of the unconscious. It must be simultaneously strong enough to maintain a semblance of itself, while being flexible enough to undergo alteration. The beam and clarity of the flashlight need to be progressively increased without destroying the flashlight itself.


Because Sandplay therapy probes the depths of being, the ego of the sand player must be sufficiently sturdy to withstand these rough undergoings. This can be a treacherous process. The presence of the Sandplay therapist has the potential to provide added stability to the reconfiguration of the client’s ego structure. Until such time as the client can do this, the therapist’s presence may bring the needed ego strength to the healing arena during this process. In addition to functioning to strengthen a fragile ego, Sandplay may also work to soften an overly rigid ego. The therapist’s presence has the potential to contain the client’s process and hold the process, as he or she takes risks to release an overly rigid ego.


The Sandplays in the following examples have been selected to evidence various qualities of ego functioning. As we look at these illustrations, let’s remember that there is far more to each of these sand trays than we are currently taking into consideration. For the moment, we are directing our focus to ego structure.






Aaron


Nine-year-old Aaron’s Tray 1 provides a good example of stable ego structure.
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Aaron Tray 1





Nine year-old Aaron entered treatment to deal with issues of anger regarding his absent, alcoholic father and his parents’ divorce. As his Sandplay process progressed, he did a lot of work on issues of his own masculinity. This sand tray indicates a stable, age-appropriate ego function. There is a great deal going on in the sand tray, but the ego strength is evident in that both its content and structure are organized, relational and well defined. This sand tray seems to indicate that this child’s ego structure is sufficiently intact to undergo the deep work that lay ahead of him.


Rosa


Twelve-year-old Rosa’s Tray 1 presents an entirely different picture. It is evident that this child’s ego stability and level of differentiation is gravely precarious, at best. The structure, organization, clarity, fluidity, and relational qualities of our first example are absent in this tray.
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Rosa Tray 1





At first view, the sand tray does not appear to be the work of a twelve-year-old child. Although she stood touching the sand for some time, her affect during the construction of the Sandplay was fearful. When I quietly asked her if it was too scary, she looked relieved and bobbed her head up and down. I assured her that she did not have to do any more sand trays. This child’s ego structure was so weak, she was not able to discern whether she even wanted to do a Sandplay. It saddens me that I put her in the position of doing something so frightening.


Tara


Tara’s Tray 1 is the first Sandplay of a woman in her 30’s, who entered therapy to address issues of childhood sexual molest and relationship difficulties.
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Tara Tray 1





This sand tray appears to indicate a shaky ego structure. There is some organization and structure, particularly in the configuration of the sand, which assumes the form of a female torso. The neck and shoulder area is to the left, with the hip and pelvis to the right. The area of the breasts, the primary target of her abuse, is given particular attention. The landform is choppy, as if done nervously. The content and placement of the figures appears random and there appears to be little or no relationship between the figures.
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Tara Tray 20a
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Tara Tray 20b





Tara’s Tray 20, shows that the ego structure has been greatly strengthened, as is evidenced in the appearance of the spiral shell on the central mound. The significance of this manifestation is further highlighted by its intentional reflection in the round mirror. So many years later, I still smile warmly as I recall this client’s delight when she adjusted the round mirror just so it would perfectly reflect this beautiful spiral.


Leo


Eight-year-old Leo’s Trays 1, 4 and 6 are a wonderful example of the psyche’s movement to establish a sturdy ego structure.
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Leo Tray 1





The first tray indicates a chaotic circumstance and poor ego structure. Tray 4 evidences ego establishment.
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Leo Tray 4





After the establishment of the ego, Tray 6 shows how he began to mobilize his forces.
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Leo Tray 6





Although Leo’s therapy ended abruptly at this point, he did make substantial progress in his abilities to initiate action and draw upon his inner resources for healing.


The Four Functions


From his experience, Jung identified four distinct styles, or types of psychic activity, which constitute ways of perceiving and processing information from both the inner and outer World. The four functions constitute the domain of consciousness by being the modes whereby inner and outer experiences become potentially conscious.


Jung noticed that the psychic experience of people could be described by two rational, and by two irrational modes of processing. He characterized these as thinking and feeling, and sensation and intuition. The four functions, as they are known, are present in varying combinations in everyone. Typically, one or two predominate, while one or two are less developed. The less developed functions are referred to numerically as third and fourth and are known as the inferior function(s). Jung introduced the four functions in Psychological Types (1971/1977).




The conscious psyche is an apparatus for adaptation and orientation. It consists of a number of different psychic functions. Among these we can distinguish four basic ones: sensation, thinking, feeling, intuition. Under sensation I include all perceptions by means of the sense organs; by thinking I mean the function of intellectual cognition and the forming of logical conclusions; feeling is a function of subjective valuation; intuition I take as perception by way of the unconscious, or perception of unconscious contents (Jung, 1971/1977, p. 518).







Jung concluded that the individual must develop the inferior function or functions in order to grow and transform. Another concept that has bearing on the perceptual faculties of the four functions is that of extraversion and introversion, the two primary styles of subjective perception. Jung biographer, Deirdre Bair provides an excellent definition of extraversion and introversion in relationship to the four functions:




...the introvert sees the world in terms of his own situation within it, whereas the extravert defines himself in terms of what is happening in the world around him. To these two basic ways of perceiving the World, Jung added four basic functions that can be found in differing combinations within both types: thinking, feeling, sensation and intuition. He added a further division within the four functions, the rational pair of thinking and feeling, and the irrational pair of sensation and intuition. Such divisions and pairings gave Jung the model for how an individual both situated and adjusted himself or herself toward both the inner self and the external world (2003, pp. 255-6).





There is a rich body of literature written about the four functions, which is beyond the scope of this inquiry. What is important to our understanding of Sandplay is the role of the four functions as the constituents of consciousness.


The Persona


Persona is the Latin word for person. It refers to the mask an individual puts on to face the outer world in a particular role (Jung, 1971/1977). Each of us wears different faces in our various capacities as family members, professionals, etc. A person may have several different personae. These different faces may change or evolve over time. And someone may employ a combination of two or more of these masks at a given time.


The persona is a necessary psychic element and is not inherently pathological. The persona serves as our connection to the outer world, and it is appropriate that each of us draws upon different personae to fulfill our various functions in the outer world. Pathology develops when we become overly identified with the persona, because the deeper callings of the Self are not addressed. If for example, someone cannot see beyond the limits of a career role, it is clear to see how the greater part of his or her human potential is being disregarded. In the case of such a rigid fixation to the persona the ego’s drive to Self-actualize will create a pressure upon the fixed orientation, resulting in eruptions of compensatory unconscious material or energy.


In a more fundamental way, the persona consists of a set of skills and defenses that are developed for self-preservation and gratification (Jung, 1953/1977; 1971/1977). While creating our realities we learn what works, how to go about relating to different people, and so on. Some of the adaptive tools we learn are healthier than others, but all initially serve a role in our survival. The persona is generally considered the adaptive personality, or face that an individual presents or uses to adapt to a particular social role.


The persona is what we learned about what is acceptable from environmental feedback. Who we are is the job of the ego. The healthy ego interacts with the Self in the inner world. The persona facilitates our relationship with the external world. It weaves the survival skills, the ways it learns to get along, into an identity. However, sometimes the ego becomes identified with the persona. This refers to the tension we spoke of in connection with the ego’s move to Self-actualize. The ego’s drive to Self-actualize frequently collides with the limitations of the persona. The persona can either support the relationship between the ego and the Self or be a hindrance if too much over identification occurs. During healthy development, we want to learn what is appropriate and what works in the outer world and who we are in our inner truth. Most importantly we want to know the difference between the two.


Developmentally, the parents are the primary instruments of persona formation. Through countless experiences of feedback and mirroring, the parents influence the growing child’s sense of identity. To the child, the parents hold the projection of gods. In their secure presence, children experience a certain invulnerability, which allows them to take risks and to move into the unknown (Wickes, 1927/1966). It is thus that the child can learn and grow.


The safety needed to be psychically vulnerable breaks down when the parental images are flawed or when that safety is impaired. When the child’s primary caregivers are not able to provide the physical and psychic security required by the child to proceed with growth and development, the child’s fundamental need for self-preservation takes precedence. In place of growing into a greater sense of Self, the child’s agenda becomes that of learning what tools to use to adapt and survive in the unsafe environment. Instead of relating to the Self, the ego becomes identified with the persona. The persona or set of skills developed by this child will be very different from the potential identity developed in a safe environment. In a healthy and secure setting, the same child would be free to explore who he or she really is while concurrently addressing the demands of the environment. The responsibility of good parents is to acknowledge and accept the child’s Self. The parents must honor this unique Self in the child, while instilling their own values and directions as adult guides and protectors.


Each of us marches forward with a persona developed out of these early childhood experiences, whether or not it works or fits with the demands of our new environment. The survival skills learned in a one environment, particularly if it was a dysfunctional and unsafe place, will not necessarily translate into safe and healthy ways of living. Who we learned to be, and how we learned to get along in the flawed environment allowed us to survive that situation. However, these learned skills impose severe limitations in other settings. In such cases, we are not able to directly translate, or use the skills we learned to survive the original dysfunctional circumstances in other settings. In fact, in attempting to carry this persona forward, we will continually run into pain and problems. This is of course, the reason many people enter psychotherapy. What we keep doing and how we see ourselves fails us. When the ego is not properly ordered to the Self and is identified with the persona, our energies are continually misdirected.


When there is an over identification with the persona psychic growth and development requires that the limited ego identity risk an intrapsychic confrontation of the parents, as the original authorities. In such circumstances, it is inevitable that the archetypal images of these original gods must be met head-on and defied. To reorder the ego to the Self, we must stand singularly in the truth of who we are and face the false selves that were held and mirrored by the original caregivers. There is a great intrapsychic risk in doing so, as we must stand radically alone and defy the very people and things that have defined who we are. In the process of surrendering the disordered personae, we confront the need to find our own path. This often requires behaving in ways that were very unsafe in our original environments.


In traditional analysis it is the dissolution of the misconstrued persona that is often the first step toward individuation (Stein, 1982). In Sandplay therapy the false persona may appear early in a process as the more conscious images of the Sandplay client, or it may be bypassed as the Sandplayer moves more immediately into less conscious levels of the work.


The Shadow


The shadow consists of features of the personality that we strive to hide or have never known. The aspects of the shadow that are closer to the realm of consciousness are referred to as the personal unconscious. This shadow consists of material that has been experienced by consciousness but is incompatible with the ego and is repressed (Jung, 1959/1978; 1959/1980). The shadow also consists of the contents of the deeper collective unconscious. This aspect of the shadow is archetypal in nature and consists of all possible qualities potential to human experience that remain in the domain of the unconscious. The shadow includes our weakness, inferiority and primitive qualities that are unacceptable and or unknown to ourselves or to the collective. Material from both the personal unconscious and the archetypal shadow is present in the Sandplay process.


Just as the persona serves as our connection to the outer world, the personal shadow serves as a connection to the collective unconscious. As the shadow is more integrated into consciousness the personal unconscious diminishes, thus making the contents of the deeper collective unconscious more accessible.


Everyone has a shadow, and it is never fully eliminated. Everything in the light of the ego casts a shadow. When the shadow is secluded from consciousness it is likely to erupt unexpectedly. An essential aspect of growth and psychological maturity is to come to terms with the shadow, to acknowledge its presence and develop a working relationship with this aspect of our nature. One of the tasks of analysis or of Sandplay is to make the barriers between consciousness and the shadow more penetrable to become more conscious of its presence.


In traditional analysis, the shadow is one of the first psychic components dealt with as the persona breaks down (Stein, 1982). There is a flood of inferiority, failure, and weakness that the individual learns to deal with and ultimately to embrace. This course of events is not necessarily as orderly in Sandplay, but the principle is the same. A part of the healing and transformative power of Sandplay is that the shadow makes its appearance frequently and rather directly. This is facilitated by the free and protected space spoken of by Dora Kalff (1980/2003). The availability of the wide range of figures freely allows the shadow to emerge in the sand tray while the physical boundaries of the tray and the added security of the therapist’s containment of the process help make its appearance tolerable to the client.




Norman


Norman’s Tray 1 illustrates the appearance of the shadow during the process of the construction of the first sand tray through the removal and replacement of prominent figures.
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Norman Tray 1a
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Norman Tray 1b





This is the work of a man in his 40’s, who entered treatment to address erectile and relationship difficulties. The first figure shows Tray 1 in its completed form, while the second figure has been reconstructed to show the process Norman underwent during its construction.




Norman’s process first includes a prominent pair of skeletons and a large gold skull. At the time of its construction this felt like a nakedly authentic presentation of this part of his psychic process. Norman nervously examined this horrifying feature of the Sandplay, quickly removed the death figures and replaced them with a large, armored knight. The final presentation of the tray shows the powerful knight in the place of the more haunting specters that preceded him. Although they made their appearance, the shadowy qualities were once again consigned to an unconscious position.


Norman’s Tray 5 illustrates substantial development, along with lurking shadow material.
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Norman Tray 5a
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Norman Tray 5b







By this time in therapy there was significant improvement in the erectile dysfunction, perhaps evidenced by the large, extended stick in the hands of the unarmored person. However, the shadow of the issues remaining to be addressed makes a dramatic appearance as a threatening dragon directly behind the central figure.


Archetypes and the Self


The archetypes are the crystallized essence, or seeds of psychic experience. They are the inherited component of the psyche that structure the cardinal forms for psychological experience. The archetypes are the essential patterns of psychic experience and should be distinguished from the images that are attached to them (Jung, 1960/1981). For example, the Venus of Willendorf, the Virgin Mary and our favorite grandmothers are images attached to the lighter side of the archetype of the Great Mother, but do not constitute the underlying archetype itself.


Archetypes are points in the psyche that both attract and exert energy. They function to structure and organize the psyche. It might be said that the archetypes are the spiritual guides for the material instincts (Jung, 1960/1981; 1971/1977). As the instincts work to direct and organize material existence, so the archetypes function to structure the psyche. There is only an artificial, intellectual distinction between archetypes and instincts. They are two sides of the same coin. There are countless archetypes. Even our attempts to name them limits the fullness of their underlying energetic potentials. Archetypes that function to organize common experiences of life are mother, father, child, wise man, crone, and so on.


The Self, as the center, includes all other archetypes. The Self thus structures all experience – past, present, and future. The Self encompasses the full range of possibility. It is both the source and the goal of all life and manifestation. Archetypes are patterns of potential or possibility. Archetypes may manifest, or be active in the psyche of an individual, or in a group or collective psyche. Mythological themes are the manifestation of archetypes. How they manifest is characterized by the individual or group personality as well as by cultural influences and variants. This accounts for the appearance of similar underlying themes or patterns occurring in a variety of ways in many of the religions and mythologies across cultures (Eliade, 1952/1991; 1958/1996; Wickes, 1927/1966).


It is my observation that what Jung attempts to describe with archetypes is essentially how manifest being configures itself out of the unmanifest. Looking to the Eastern philosophies, the I Ching, or Book of Changes, from the Chinese tradition describes this same process by saying,




...phenomena take form in the heavens. ...shapes come into being on earth. (I Ching 1950/1971, p.283)





Jung commented that,




...the archetypes have, when they appear, a distinctly numinous character, which can only be described as ‘spiritual,’ if ‘magical’ is too strong a word (1960/1981, p. 205).







That is to say that they exert a compelling energy, or force. Archetypes provoke great feeling and have the capacity to overcome an individual or a group when not addressed consciously.


Traditional analysis and Sandplay thus entail a deepening appreciation of the archetypal dimension of life. To cultivate the ability to interact consciously with the archetypal dimensions of being opens the individual to the deeper, collective roots of existence and to the essential connectedness of all of manifest being.


The archetypal accessibility afforded by the Sandplay process holds tremendous potential for both individual and global healing. As we increase our awareness of our underlying connection to each other and to all things, our capacity to do violence to others or to our world is greatly diminished.


Adrienne


Adrienne’s Trays 10, 11 and 12 tap a deep source of spirit and energy in this client. A woman in her 30’s, she entered therapy to deal with a long-term depression and family of origin issues. Virtually neglected by her narcissistic mother and her weak father, who died of cancer when she was a teenager, this woman was left to grow up on her own. Suffering a lifetime of self-doubt and confusion, her Sandplay allowed her to access archetypal sources of meaning and empowerment.
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Adrienne Tray 10





In Tray 10, Adrienne’s psyche arrives at the cruxes, or meeting point between her divine nature and the trials of her earthly journey. The meaning of her struggles in terms of her innate wholeness comes together as the archetypal holy mother, the angels, and the weary wanderer worship together at the cross.




Having thus meaningfully anchored her passage in the Self, Adrienne’s psyche is prepared to consciously face the tragedy of her earthly mothering.
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Adrienne Tray 11





Adrienne’s Tray 11 pictures her life as a car crash, which kills a mother and leaves a little baby girl unattended.


This recognition of her own abandonment releases a surge of archetypal energy. Adrienne’s Tray 12 shows a thundering herd of sure-footed heavenly horses charging across the tray to the glowing sunshine.
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Adrienne Tray 12














Chapter 2


The Dynamics of the Psyche


In this section we will explore some of the significant interactions of the psychic structures we have defined above with particular emphasis on how they function to heal and transform.


Individuation and Differentiation


Freud (1933;1913/1966) originally described the ego as being driven by eros and thanatos. Eros is the drive toward pleasure and propagation. It is expansive. Thanatos is the death instinct. It is the force that wants to retire, to come to rest. It contracts. Jung (1971/1977) reconceptualized the motivations of the ego, theorizing that the ego is driven by the actualization of the Self. According to Jung’s observation, the individual’s potential life objective is to realize, or make conscious, as much of the archetype of the Self as possible. This is accomplished by assimilating as much of the shadow as possible thereby diminishing the layer of the personal unconscious that separates us from the collective unconscious. This process is what he called individuation.


Individuation involves another psychic process which Jung (1971/1977) called differentiation. Early in his work Jung observed that the four functions, thinking, feeling, sensation and intuition, must separate from one another in the process of growth and development. From his experience, Jung concluded that the ability to distinguish thinking, feeling, sensation and intuition allows a person to clearly identify a goal or course of action. Jung saw that when two or more of the functions were confused, the individual was unable to move in a meaningful direction, because he or she cannot distinguish what is either relevant or irrelevant to the goal. In his later work Jung emphasized the differentiation between conscious and unconscious material as more central to the process of individuation. Individuation is the process of forming a relationship between the ego and the collective unconscious. Because the unconscious compensates and compliments consciousness, a clear understanding of their differences greatly facilitates individuation. Although he placed less emphasis on the differentiation of the four functions in his later work, Jung continued to see the development of the fourth, or inferior function, as important to the overall individuation process.


As we might suspect, individuation and differentiation are characterized by the growing ability to form meaningful, appropriate relationships with other people and with the collective culture. This is significant in Sandplay and is frequently seen as the growing presence of meaningfully related figures and elements in the sand tray series.


Jung’s concept of individuation was a profoundly significant contribution to Western psychological theory, for it implies an inherent meaning and purpose to individual development. Individuation embraces a form of meaning that honors the uniqueness of each person and, at the same time acknowledges the common source of all being. Jung’s theory essentially integrates a spiritual purpose for human passage into Western developmental theory.




Individuation must be distinguished from the process of integration, which concerns the ego’s becoming conscious of cast off, or shadow elements of the psyche. The process of individuation, while it entails a growth in consciousness, always concerns the ego’s alignment with the Self as the center of the personality. A substantial degree of integration of the shadow might be said to be a healthy prerequisite to individuation, as a stronger ego is better equipped to withstand the arduous undergoings of individuation and the reordering of the ego to the Self. However, the integration of elements into consciousness alone is not individuation. Individuation always involves the reordering of the conscious position to accord with the Self.


The process of individuation entails the individual’s appreciation of his or her uniqueness and wholeness in a world that may or may not see things in the same way. At the same time, individuation necessarily entails the humble recognition of the individual’s human ordinariness. The danger in not acknowledging one’s shadowy qualities and limitations leads to serious inflation, while the failure to truly value one’s uniqueness and wholeness results in deflation.


Jung originally thought that individuation was unique to the second half of life, but later theorists have extended the concept to early development. The Sandplay process with young latency age children appears to provide ample evidence that individuation can indeed occur early in life. The Sandplay of nine year-old Aaron, well illustrates the early phases of individuation in a child. A review of Aaron’s work reveals the wholeness of centering in the Self, the discovery of his own gentle form of masculinity, and a healthy acknowledgment of his need to control his temper. The characteristics of the process of individuation are all present and visible in the Sandplay work of this boy.


Sandplay therapy facilitates individuation by integrating cast off shadow elements, by centering the psyche in the core archetype of the Self and by creating an environment into which the Self is invited and addressed with intention.


Compensation


Compensation is the dynamic that concerns the ego’s relationship to the collective psyche. It is a lifelong process that works to achieve balance in the psyche by compensating for the over-emphasis on consciousness. Through the process of compensation, the collective unconscious acts on its own to react to the conscious position of the ego, providing an ongoing commentary on how well the ego is doing. Compensation can also occur through communications received from the collective conscious world.


Let us recall the ego’s drive to Self actualize and its reluctance to surrender to the fact that it is the servant and not the king of the land. While sometimes the ego is properly aligned to the wholeness of the Self, there are always occasions where it is not. When the conscious position is out of sync with the needs of the Self, a counter tension forms in the unconscious. The process of compensation provides the ego with the quality or psychic product that is opposite the one with which it is misidentified. This initiates the ego’s fluctuation between two conflicting identifications that are alternately held in conscious awareness. This process is known as enantiadromia, from Heraclitus’ notion that anything followed to its extreme will turn into its opposite. Jung commented,




I use the term enantiadromia for the emergence of the unconscious opposite in the course of time. This characteristic phenomenon practically always occurs when an extreme, one-sided tendency dominates conscious life; in time an equally powerful counter position is built up, which first inhibits the conscious performance and subsequently breaks through the conscious control (1971/1977, p. 426).





Enantiadromia is not under conscious control but occurs of its own accord. During the alternation between the opposing identifications of the ego, one pole is conscious while the other remains unconscious. In its own time, without rhyme or reason, the shift occurs and the poles exchange places. This oscillation between poles continues until such time the process comes to a standstill through the ego’s ability to hold both in conscious awareness at the same time and the psychic energy descends into the unconscious to activate material that has the potential to resolve the conflict. This leads to symbol formation, which we discuss below.


Adaptation


Adaptation is the dynamic that concerns the ego’s relationship to outer circumstances. Life events and daily affairs continually present the individual conscious awareness with challenges and choices of response. How each person responds or adapts to these challenges is of great concern to the process of individuation. It is certainly possible, and not at all uncommon, for people to react unconsciously or by rote to environmental demands. In the process of individuation however, the individual’s concern becomes to adapt to these outer circumstances in concert with the direction of the Self.


The process of individuation is that of utilizing life’s challenges to move deeper into the truth of the Self. Honoring the directives of the Self makes the process of adaptation a sacred process, as the adaptive choices one makes are in concert with deeply centered inner directives. When we consider the Selfa as both the goal toward which each individual heads and the source from which all being emanates, adaptation in concert with Self has profound individual, as well as global implications. As the source of all being is in the Self, Jung’s theory, not unlike Eastern spiritual traditions and the more recent theories of quantum physics and mechanics, might be said to indicate an essential inter-connectedness between all of being (Goswami, Reed and Goswami, 1993; Walker, 2000).


It thus appears that, as the individual honors the directives of the Self in his or her daily life, so all being is reordered by the concomitant respect accorded the collective Self. The rectitude we attain as individuals has a very real, material impact on all being.




Symbol Formation


Symbol formation begins when the ego’s alternating identification with the polar opposites is stilled. As we discussed in our review of the process of compensation, this occurs when the ego can simultaneously hold both poles of the opposites in conscious awareness. A great tension develops, as the ego can no longer identify with one pole over the other. The psychic energy builds but has nowhere to go, so is forced down into the unconscious. This is what psychologist, Pierre Janet (1903) called the abaissement du niveau mental, the lessening of mental clarity.


The descent of the psychic energy is fueled by the power of the oppositional dilemma. Running through the Self as the organizing center, it finds the archetype that corresponds to the crisis. The images that are attached to the activated archetype are drawn from the individual’s unique personal experiences, as well as from the individual’s absorption of cultural experiences. It is these images that form the symbol. The symbol emerges out of these archetypal images as the response from the unconscious to the adaptive crises of the ego. The symbol bridges the ego’s original misaligned position and the resultant compensatory product from the unconscious, providing a new perspective for addressing the crisis.


Symbols enter the ego’s awareness in many forms. They can appear in dreams or in fantasies. Symbols may appear as sudden inspirations or intuitions. Physical or somatic symptoms may also function as bodily carriers of symbolic information. Unexplained changes in mood may be indications of symbol formation. And, of course, symbols appear in Sandplay therapy.


The Transcendent Function


The transcendent function refers to the deepest order of human transformation. It is the ability to climb across or transcend the gap between the opposing positions of consciousness and the unconscious in adaptive and psychic crises. Considered one of the most significant concepts in Jung’s theory, the transcendent function is a distinguishing characteristic of Sandplay therapy, particularly in relationship to symbolic process. We will briefly define this concept here, then explore it more in depth in the following section on how symbols work to heal and transform.


The transcendent function is the dynamic through which new psychic energy emerges out of the symbol. As we discussed in the previous section, the unconscious produces compensatory products in response to the ego’s misalignment to the Self. This gives rise to the vacillation of the polar opposites in the process of enantiadromia. The transcendent function is at work when fate or circumstance forces us to hold both misconstrued opposing views or psychic contents in consciousness. This results in the impossible situation of the ego’s mutual and simultaneous certainty of a conviction and its antithesis. When this occurs the fluctuating identifications between the poles halts, the psychic energy builds and dives into the unconscious to activate the symbol, which emerges to resolve the oppositional conflict.


The transcendent function is a repeated process that requires the participation of consciousness; however, it is a function of the unconscious psyche over which we have no control.




Lilly


Seven-year-old Lilly’s Sandplay is a good example of compensatory dynamics.
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Lilly Tray 5
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Lilly Tray 10a
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Lily Tray 10b





Lilly was dealing with the issues surrounding her absent, drug-addicted mother. In Tray 5 Lily cages the saber-toothed tiger in the far left corner of the tray, as an angel appears in the near right. In the angel, the compensatory heavenly counterpart balances the old and dangerous mother image, which is now safely caged. By Tray 10 Lily’s psyche finds its own safety and nurturing in the same container as she tenderly places two tiger cubs and two pelicans in the protection of the cage. Through the symbolic process she can find new, archetypal mothering in the Sandplay work.


Maizie


Eight-year-old Maizie’s process concerned issues regarding her absent birth mother and a controlling stepmom. Maizie’s Trays 9 and 10 are a beautiful example of confrontation of the ego’s limitations.
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Maizie Tray 9
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Maizie Tray 10a
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Maizie Tray 10b





In the sand trays she deals with the issue of her own identity as feminine. After somberly and ceremoniously anointing everything in the sand tray with water, she proceeds to drown the Barbie doll identity. In this sequence of trays, Maizie released and transformed the caused personality, or persona, expected of her by her parents.









Chapter 3 – Symbolic Process


How Symbols Work to Heal and Transform


Definition of a Symbol


The term symbol is commonly used to mean something that represents something else. This is not what is meant when we speak of the symbol as an element of depth psychology or of Sandplay therapy. The symbol must be thought of, not in a static way, but rather as an active function of the psyche. Jung used the term sign to mean something that stands for something else.




In our discussion of the process of compensation and symbol formation, we explored how symbols arise when the conscious position of the ego falters in a crisis that it is unequipped to handle. We recall that the ego’s misalignment with the Self results in the production of a compensatory product by the unconscious. The ego’s misidentification then alternates between the misaligned identity and its compensatory product in the fluctuating condition known as enantiadromia. This alternation of false identities is arrested when the ego can simultaneously hold both of the opposites in conscious awareness. Being unable to identify fully with both or one over the other, the ego is stymied and comes to a temporary standstill. This initiates the transcendent function. The mounting pressure of the ego’s crisis creates a great deal of psychic energy. This energy plunges into the unconscious to activate the archetype relevant to the resolution of the ego’s dilemma. Drawing upon the many images and experiences the individual has attached to that archetypal core, the psychic energy courses from the archetype, through the Self and re-emerges into consciousness as a symbol.


The symbol holds a counter-balancing position to both the ego’s conscious position and its compensatory opposite. The symbol is paradoxical, holding both sides of the psychic opposition, as well as something new that bridges the existing conflict. The symbol does not align with either pole of the opposition but offers the opportunity for an entirely new way of addressing the precipitating crisis. In a conscious, or visible form, symbols hold unconscious material, which if made conscious and reflected upon, support and further the individuation process.


A symbol is partially conscious and partially unconscious. The conscious part is, obviously, that aspect of it that we see or of which we are aware. If for example, the symbol of the cat is activated for an individual, the conscious aspect of the symbol is the furry, be-whiskered, bright-eyed animal. The deeper, archetypal underpinnings of what the symbol of the cat holds or carries for this person, however, remain unconscious until integrated into conscious awareness.


What functions as a symbol for one person, may simply function as a sign for another. In the case of our cat, its image is compelling and endlessly intriguing to the person for whom it is working as a symbol. For someone else, it may simply represent another household pet, or wild animal.


It is not possible to create a symbol. To do so would be a conscious effort that overlooks the unconscious aspect of the symbol. The symbol always points to something beyond itself. The portion of the symbol that is conscious indicates something yet unseen and unknown.


In Psychological Types, Jung (1971/1977) described the symbol as pre-supposing the best description of something relatively unknown, but known to exist, or postulated to exist. It points to something that is unconscious and cannot be more directly represented. The symbol seeks to become something. It bears a hidden meaning and is not derived from anything. The symbol is alive and is moving. Jung observed that,




The symbol is alive only so long as it is pregnant with meaning (p.474).







Once the symbol becomes fully conscious, it ceases to function as a symbol.


The Transcendent Function of the Symbol


The symbol works as a bridge between the ego’s limited position and the compensatory product offered by the unconscious. Neither the ego’s limited perspective, nor the compensatory product holds the answers needed to solve the ego’s crisis. Instead, they create a condition of two opposite poles, neither of which provides an adequate solution. The symbol is the energy that connects these two opposites, yet its center, unconscious and deep within the psyche, is the archetypal constituent the ego does need to find resolution.


It is important to make a distinction between the production of a symbol that arises in the transcendent function and the unconscious compensatory psychic products that occur when the ego is out of alignment with the Self. During enantiadromia when psychic energy bounces back and forth between the opposing poles, the ego adopts one side over the other. When this occurs one side of the identification moves into a conscious position and its polar opposite reverts to the unconscious resulting in the ego’s loss of energy. The compensatory product thus, emanates from the unconscious because of ego energies that are out of balance.


In contrast, during the transcendent function the symbol arises when both sides of the opposites are experienced simultaneously with equal tension in consciousness. The symbol provides a resolution to this otherwise insoluble dilemma, expanding and developing the personality by integrating more of the Self into conscious awareness. Symbol formation occurs through an increase of psychic energy, powerful enough to activate previously unknown contents in the unconscious that will work in the service of growth and development. The symbol carries the dynamic tension that arises between the ego’s position and the compensatory product created by the ego’s limitations. The symbol thus arises from an archetypal core, which is being stimulated to expand the ego’s position. The qualities held by the archetype are those the ego needs to grow and change and to address the current crisis. They are the qualities the conscious position currently lacks, does not see, or fails to identify with.


The symbol’s bridging function is critically important. A powerful tension builds up between the two poles of a psychic conflict. The ego, still attempting to identify with a particular position, oscillates back and forth between the two poles. Neither pole satisfies the ego any longer. But the dynamic tension between them compounds as the ego’s crisis continues to demand resolution. If the symbolic process progresses toward transformation, the ego reaches a point where it realizes, or sees that it cannot identify with both poles of the conflict at the same time, so it comes to a standstill. The ego’s position is suspended between the two sides of the conflict. Jung told us that psychic energy cannot stand still. So, the tremendous pressure created by the two sides of the irresolvable conflict forces the energy downward into the unconscious to the archetypal core of the symbol. The new product required by the ego to address the crisis is thus energized and brought to conscious awareness.


The experience of the transcendent function may feel like a death because it entails an irrevocable alteration of the ego. It may be felt with despair and hopelessness as the ego’s conscious hold is surrendered to a yet unknown, new alternative. Undergoing the transcendent function requires the willingness to release the ego’s hold when called for, trusting that the outcome will be a fuller life.


Let us create an example to illustrate the symbolic process. If a young man grows up with an abusive, rejecting father, the boy may identify himself as worthless. Because this worthless nature is far out of alignment with the central archetype of the Self, the unconscious compensates by sending an opposite, offsetting identity of grandiosity. In this example the ego has identified with the persona to survive. The resulting compensatory identity is as equally off balance as the original misperception. Nonetheless the young man lives his life in a futile struggle between the false identities, batted back and forth between the two polar identifications vainly attempting to find his wholeness. One day the ego can reflect both positions at the same time, acknowledging that it is both worthless and grandiose. The contradiction is not viable, but this is all the ego has ever known. Although the ego sees no other possibility it can no longer identify with either pole. The conscious recognition of both sides of the polar swing suspends the movement of energy between the two false identities. The psychic energy dives down into the unconscious to the core archetypal father.


We will presume that when he was a little boy, our young man was fascinated with television wildlife documentaries, particularly with lions. During his development, the male lion image became affixed to the father archetype in this boy’s psyche. Now, with the activation of this issue in his continued development, the powerful psychic energy from the negative father image attaches itself to the inner image of the mighty, fierce, and quiet lion. In this way, the lion is activated as a symbol in our young man’s psyche. The lion is now a highly charged psychic image that spans the breadth of the violence and savagery of the rejecting father, the compensatory over-valuation, and a new, empowered image of himself as a man. The symbol of the lion bridges the wounded image of his masculine self and holds a new identity, which is more truly aligned with the Self. In this example, the lion is symbolically activated for the young man. It is imbued with a vital charge that captivates the fatherly aspect of his psyche and facilitates the development of the lion-like qualities. The symbol remains alive, or active until the qualities it carries are integrated into conscious awareness. When this process is complete the young man will see himself as more worthy and empowered.


Observing Attitude


Jung noticed that it was primarily the attitude of the observer that determines whether or not something functions as a symbol. Speaking of the conscious and unconscious components of the symbol, Jung noted,




It is the symbolic attitude of the observing consciousness that endows them both with the character of a symbol (1971/1977, p.477).





Returning to the example of our cat, it is the symbolic attitude of the observer that determines if the image of the cat functions in a symbolic way. I like to think of symbolic attitude as a form of reverent contemplation, during which consciousness is positioned to suspend the hold on rationality enough to avail itself to being informed by something deeper. This might be likened to the liminal awareness of play, somewhere between conscious awareness and unconsciousness that is referred to in developmental and learning theories. We explore this topic in more depth in our considerations of development and the free and protected space. D.W. Winnicott described this state of awareness in relationship to the tensions of balancing inner and outer reality.




It is assumed …that the task of reality-acceptance is never completed, that no human being is free from the strain of relating inner and outer reality, and that relief from this strain is provided by an intermediate area of experience which is not challenged (arts, religion, etc.).


…This intermediate area is in direct continuity with the play area of the small child who is ‘lost’ in play (1958/1992, p. 240-1).





It is with this same attitude of quietude that we enter the mysteries of the unknown aspects of ourselves through the symbol. Like the child deep in play, the reverent orientation of symbolic attitude positions the psyche to experience the directives of the Self.


Because of its archetypal core, Jung observed that the symbol touches a similar aspect of every psyche. If several people, or a social group regards a particular image with the symbolic attitude, the symbol will work to activate similar psychic qualities in each of its observers. The archetypal constituents of a symbol activate the corresponding archetypal component of the individual or group psyche. There are cases, of course, where an individual has unique attributions attached to a particular image, which carry a stronger energy for that person than do the collective meanings of the symbol.


Jung also asserted that the symbol,




...compels ... unconscious participation and has a life-giving and life-enhancing effect (1971/1977, p.476).





This is highly interesting. What Jung recognized in this concise observation is that once the visible, or noticeable part of the symbol appears to conscious awareness and is regarded with symbolic attitude, the symbol goes to work on the observing psyche. When the observer’s attitude is properly attuned, the energies bridged by the symbol begin to activate and move the psyche of the observer to effect change and growth.


With this understanding of how symbols function, we can begin to see how compelling the healing and transformative aspects of Sandplay therapy actually are. The power of the production of the three-dimensional Sandplay is incomprehensible. The symbolic content of a series of sand trays in a full Sandplay process is so vast as to be unfathomable. The fact that a Sandplay is made in concrete form and carries with it the relational content possible only to a three-dimensional medium, gives rise to a uniquely powerful symbolic construction.


The range of figures available to the Sandplay client allows the possibility of a symbolic production unique to that individual’s growth and transformational needs. Additionally, the three-dimensional nature of this form of symbolic construction exerts a powerful and palpable influence on the client’s psyche. The Sandplay as a symbolic construction is an act of body, mind, and spirit. That the sand is formed and moved and that the figures are selected and placed in their unique relationships by the Sandplayer’s own hands moves the psyche in profound ways.









Chapter 4


The Role of The Therapist in the Symbolic Process


In our previous discussion we explored how the attitude of the observer of a symbol functions to activate its transformational potential. We also considered how the symbol works, in turn, to move and re-configure the psyche of that observer. In Sandplay therapy there are two people simultaneously engaged in the symbolic process: the Sandplay client and the therapist. This unique therapeutic arrangement of active, concurrent participation in the client’s symbolic process gives rise to some highly interesting dynamics and accounts for the profound therapeutic potential of Sandplay.


The therapist is the most important tool in the Sandplay room. Acquiring the sand trays and amassing the Sandplay collection are the simpler tasks of doing Sandplay therapy. Having these tools is certainly important, but it is the unseen work of the therapist that is the key factor in the overall quality of the Sandplay process. Given what we know about symbolic process and observing attitude, it is the quality of the therapist’s presence that functions as one of the key factors in the overall quality of Sandplay work.


The quality of the attending consciousness of the therapist has a material effect on the healing and transformative process of Sandplay therapy. The therapist must position him or herself in such a way as to enter into a conscious agreement to hold and understand the client’s symbolic work. At the same time, the therapist must be willing to undergo the demands made upon the therapist’s own unconscious by the client’s Sandplay. The therapist thereby joins with the client to create a co-operative, over-lapping field of psychic energy to hold the client’s symbolic undertaking. Through the impact that the observing attitude has upon the symbolic process, the therapist and client conjointly enter the symbolic field. Their joint effort serves to strengthen the action of the symbol and to increase its potential to effect psychic transformation. The therapist’s presence has the capacity to greatly influence the client’s symbolic transformation.


In our discussion of the transcendent function, we explored the hazardous conditions undergone in the psyche when the ego’s position is no longer tenable and new contents are brought up from the unconscious. When the client reaches this stage of the process in Sandplay, he or she must literally surrender the hold on reality. Exactly how terrifying and treacherous this is defies the limits of words. Because observing attitude affects the symbolic process, the therapist’s presence works to stabilize the psychic field during this undergoing. Although it is invisible, the stability of the observing ego of the therapist quite literally holds and contains the client’s psychic process during this precarious time. By being sufficiently outside of the psychic constructs of the client and by bringing more conscious awareness to the process, the therapist’s observing attitude has the potential to provide the containment needed by the Sandplay client to undergo this violent psychic disunion. We might say that the psyche of the therapist has the potential to function as the sturdy cauldron in which the alchemical transformation takes place.


It is evident how, if properly positioned, the therapist’s presence provides strength and stability to the client’s symbolic undergoings. By the same token it becomes apparent how a misplaced or inadequate presence on the part of the therapist can do substantial disservice to, if not gravely endanger the client during the tumult of the symbolic process. The responsibilities and obligations undertaken by the therapist who chooses to work in Sandplay therapy cannot be over emphasized. For the therapist, Sandplay demands total presence and complete attention, not only to the symbolic work, but to the therapist’s own inner work and life journey. Engagement in the symbolic process at this level demands continual examination of the therapist’s own orientation to the Self along with a ceaseless reordering to deeper purpose. Anything short of this commitment to inner truth will stand in the way.


To undertake the work of Sandplay is to enter a life engagement. The client’s work and sand trays are unique and, there is no limit to the meaning of symbols. The Sandplay therapist does not do something that is left at the office. Rather he or she enters an active relationship with the symbolic life. This is for life, if not beyond, for essentially such an engagement with the Self is eternal and not about time at all.


Once witnessed, the client’s symbolic work in the sand tray is borne by the therapist as a living presence until it becomes conscious to the client. Recalling Jung’s distinction between a sign and a symbol, it is only when the work undergone in the sand tray becomes conscious to the client that its symbolic activation ceases and comes to a rest. Until this moment, the therapist is entrusted with the sacred obligation of carrying and containing the tensions of that symbolic mystery together with the client.


The conscious integration of the work undergone in the sand tray may take the client several years. In addition, I strongly suspect that the therapist may continue to carry Sandplay far beyond the time its content is consciously integrated into the clients’ lives. The therapist bears Sandplay creations as embryonic psychic development, which evolves and matures until it is consciously born in the client’s psyche. During its active period, the Sandplay therapist is profoundly affected by the symbolic material that gestates. Even after this psychic content is birthed and on its way in the clients’ lives, the therapist’s psyche remembers its children.


The symbolic content of Sandplay is vast and limitless. Sandplay therapy does not demand that we know or understand everything that transpires in a process. What it does require is that we remain open to being informed by it and about it. While studying in Switzerland in 1988, I asked Dora Kalff if it was necessary to understand everything going on in a sand tray. I can still hear her words when I recall her remarkable response,




It is not necessary that we understand everything. But what we must do is be engaged in the process of coming to understand.







Doing as Dora Kalff advised, engaging in the process of coming to understand, makes several demands of the Sandplay therapist.


Doing one’s own Sandplay work is essential. To engage in the medium of Sandplay with a client the therapist must have experienced the full movement of his or her own psyche by the same means. Knowing what we do about symbolic process and the profound significance of being a witness to that work, the experience of one’s own Sandplay process is a critical part of the therapist’s psychic participation in the process. To attempt to engage in Sandplay with a client without having undergone one’s own Sandplay work is a grievous act of unpreparedness.


The Sandplay therapist must study and work with the symbols arising in the clients’ work. The symbolic material presented to the Sandplay therapist through the clients’ work becomes a part of the therapist’s own life inquiry. The therapist’s engagement with the Sandplay work depends in great part upon his or her active association with its symbolic content. With conscious intent, the Sandplay therapist must enter into relationship with the client’s symbols. The therapist must read about, mull over, play with, dream about, discuss, and in all other ways imaginable, consider and come to understand these mysterious therapeutic allies that present themselves as symbolic configurations in Sandplay.


The Sandplay therapist must consult with other Sandplay therapists. It is essential to review Sandplay case material either in a secure group setting or on an individual basis with a trusted Sandplay therapist. The symbolic content and process of Sandplay therapy is far too great for a single therapist to contain. The input and support of others is very important.


The group or individual consultant functions as an extension of the holding environment. By viewing the case material, the consultant joins the Sandplay therapist’s role as witness and engages in the client’s symbolic process. It is essential there be consistency in the group membership and that trusting relationships be formed between the colleagues sharing in this format. This functions to stabilize and strengthen the therapeutic holding environment. To have the membership in a consultation group constantly changing would not provide the steady holding climate that is required to pursue symbolic process. Also, it would be disrespectful to the client’s work to dilute and diffuse its containment with such flimsy conditions.


The benefits and joys of on-going consultation in Sandplay cannot be overstated. Regular consultation both deepens our understanding of our client’s work and strengthens our psychic holding of their processes. It is not at all uncommon to see dramatic shifts or deepening in a client’s Sandplay soon after the therapist has brought the case to consultation. This is a powerful testament to the material effect of the quality of witnessing on the client’s Sandplay process. The deepened understanding gained by the therapist through consultation and the added containment of the holding power of the consultants both work to move the client’s psyche. Additionally, it can be profoundly comforting to have a trusted circle of consultants with whom we can share the uncertainties of Sandplay. Sandplay can be frightening. It is important to confer with colleagues to help clarify what is transpiring and to rectify our own positioning as therapists, wherever necessary.




The Sandplay therapist must engage in continual study and work with his or her own symbols, arising from dreams, fantasy, synchronous events, and life experience. Using the words of Jungian analyst Edward F. Edinger, the Sandplay therapist must be committed to living the symbolic life (1972, p.117ff). The symbolic dimension of being must be listened to and heeded in all its manifestations. And the demands made on the Sandplay therapist through the symbolic mystery must be honored as a sacred duty.


The Sandplay therapist must engage in continual self-examination of all dimensions of life. Fundamentally it is the quality of the therapist’s being, which is the tool brought to the Sandplay process. Ultimately the Sandplay therapist must cultivate the capacity to draw deeply from within to co-facilitate the symbolic process with the client. The therapist must affect a cooperative alignment of the conscious and unconscious to support and to be moved by the client’s symbolic undergoings.


To be properly ordered to the work of Sandplay, what we hope to achieve is an abiding attitude of reverence, an open presence to the sacred and a willingness to be informed by the symbolic process. For ultimately, Sandplay is a conscious engagement with the divine presence in the client, in oneself and with the mystery that informs all of being.
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